Assessment of vestibulo-ocular reflexes in congenital nystagmus.
The vestibulo-ocular reflex and its suppression by fixation of a target rotating with the subject were tested in 18 subjects with congenital nystagmus using steps of constant velocity rotation and sinusoidal stimuli swept in frequency between 0.01 and 1.0 Hz. Responses to stopping stimuli were abnormal in waveform and of short duration in most subjects tested. This pattern was attributed to masking of the response by spontaneous eye movements and to adaptation. In contrast, during both oscillation in the dark and attempted suppression of the vestibulo-ocular reflex, all subjects had nystagmus that was modulated with the stimulus during all frequencies of stimulation. The phase relationship of the nystagmus to the motion stimulus was the same as in normal subjects. Estimates of the gain of the vestibulo-ocular reflex response were not meaningful because of contamination of the vestibular response by the congenital nystagmus waveforms. Modulation of amplitude and reversal of nystagmus in phase with the vestibular stimulus at all frequencies of oscillation were shown most clearly during attempted suppression of the vestibulo-ocular reflex. This finding is clinically useful because it establishes suppression as a test of the presence of vestibular function in congenital nystagmus.